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Not-S0-Good News

eusually think of theairborne phaseof a

sortieasthemost likely timefor amishap.

However, therisksstart whileyou' re still
on deck, and afew moments of inatten-
tion canlead to extreme peril beforea
singleaircraft islaunched.

It was ahot, muggy day off the coast of
North Carolina. Wewere busy participating in
routine, pre-deployment workups. | wasthe
mission commander for astrikeinto the BT-11
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target area, which isonly important because | had
alot on my mind and hadn’t gotten as much sleep
as| normally do.

Planning and briefing astrike during amajor
exercisewasapainintherear, but other than that,
nothing was unusual. Man-up, start and taxi all
went according to the brief. | spread my wingsjust
aft of cat 4, astheyellowshirt directed meinto
position behind the shuttle. Thisisthefirsttime
during the Hornet’s launch sequence when you
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must advance thethrottlesto power settingsthat
are dangerousto thoseimmediately behind the
aircraft. On most days, | check themirrorsto
make surethe JBD iselevated behind my aircraft.
Onthisday, | did not.

| put power on the aircraft and engaged the
shuttle. After the ordnance crew armed my
missiles, the catapult operator placed my jetinto
tension, and | selected military power. For the next
several seconds, | wiped out my controls, checked
my engineinstruments and flight-control comput-
ers, and carried out my personal pre-catapult ritual.
| then looked up at the shooter and gavehima
crisp salute. He did not salute back. Instead, he
dropped to aknee and gave methe suspend signal.

| guessed that I’ d forgotten to wipe out my
ruddersin amomentary lack of attention to detail.
As| had been taught since flying the mighty T-2C
Buckeyein 1990, | had no intention of retarding
my throttles until someone was standing in front
of my aircraft. Shortly thereafter, the Air Boss
directed meto throttle back. It didn’t sound like
hewas asking meto do him afavor. | relented,
simply because| knew hewould not ask meto do
that unless someone wasin imminent danger or
already hurt.

| had noideawhy | had been suspended. |
wasdtill in position on cat 4 when | heard a
helicopter-search effort being directed on the
tower frequency. No onewas certain, but there
was achancethat my jet exhaust had blown a
Sailor overboard. The hel os searched for approxi-
mately 15 minutesto no avail. | was getting only
bitsand pieces of information about the SAR
effort, and, asaresult, was growing more con-
fused by the minute. My brain capacity had
immediately been reduced to amaximum of two
thoughtsat any giventime. First, therewasa
reasonable chancethat | had hurt someone.
Second, | hoped my morning coffeewouldkick in
so | wouldn’t havetowait long for my urinalysis.
Not very sympathetic, | know, and clearly not the
optimum allocation of cerebral assets.

| expected to taxi into one of the valet Hornet
parking spots, but instead got atrip to theforward
catapult. Fortunately, | remembered every
discussion | had ever heard about the importance
of compartmentalization. | had planned the strike,
| had briefed the strike, and now | was going to
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lead the strike. Whatever had happened was
obviously beyond my control, and the ship’schain-
of-command decided it was OK to launch meon
that event.

Theflight went fine, and nothing was signifi-
cant about the recovery, except that | most likely
got robbed by the L SOs. Now that | was on deck
and had achanceto collect my wits, the pieces of
the puzzle started falling into place. When |
engaged the shuttle and went into tension for the
first time, the JBD never raised behind my aircraft.
| hadn’t blown anyone overboard, but two flight-
deck crewmen had been injured. One had minor
cutsand bruises; 20,000 pounds of thrust had
blasted the other into aparked F-14. He suffered
severe cuts and bruises and a cracked sternum.

My jet exhaust had al so blown another
Hornet into aparked Tomcat. The pilot of the
Hornet had been my roommate on two cruises,
and, ironically, we had witnessed asimilar inci-
dent on adifferent ship several yearsbefore. In
that case, an F-14 had blown another F-14 over
the deck-edge scupper, and the aircrew gjected
into the water. Thistime, my roommate was
spared an gjection, but the frame of the FA-18
had bent so badly that the aircraft never flew
again. The F-14, on the other hand, had only
minor damage. Score one for Grumman.

Any number of people, including me, could
have seen that the JBD was not raised when |
engaged the catapult shuttle. Everyone, regardless
of rank or title, who sees something wrong on the
flight deck hastheright and the obligation to stop
what is happening.

| have witnessed amishap of thisnaturein
each of my two airwings. That isan eerie statis-
tic. You may think that telling a catapult crew to
remember to raisethe JBBD isakinto telling a
dentist to brush histeeth, or apilot to lower his
gear for landing. Even though these tasks seem
obvious, onthisday, at |east one of them was not.
Mishap reportsteach usthat the most routine
tasks are often the easiest to overlook.

In spite of being shaken by the events on the
flight deck, | flew amission and recovered an
aircraft onthe shipin Casel11. Compartmental -
ize external factors, and don’t turn one mishap
into two.
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